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Abstract: The paper discusses the evaluation of a master’s degree in design and
communication in Spain, and the impact of the evaluation on the development for
future of the programme. Five years ago the first Master’s Degree in Design and
Communication (MUDIC) started at the Elisava design school in Barcelona. The social,
labour, economic and academic situation has changed not only in our country but in
many of those from where we receive our students. The premises with which the
MUDIC was built must therefore be subject to revision. Now, half a decade later, the
list of competencies sounds out of date, lacking in practical sense. The objectives,
talking in academic terms, have moved into the background and the master has
focused on completely reconsidering the basic and the specific competencies. Both
answer the question: In what do the students should be competent in the end? The
master therefore continuously has considered the multiple changing realities of the
present situation and to combine them with the determinations of the didactic
specialists, the pedagogues. The challenges have been distinguished by blocks
coinciding with the phases before, during, or after the master’s degree. A
quinquennial review by the education quality agency will take place this year.
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Context and present situation
This is a paragraph, formatted using style named ‘X Paragraph’. They are all
indented. Write directly into the template. Or place your finished text into it: Copy and
paste by choosing ‘match destination formatting’. Do not change the predefined
formatting settings in this document (such as paper size, orientation, margins, typeface,
size, indents, spacing, headings, etc.). Please use the predefined formatting styles
instead of applying your individual settings.
Literature references should be placed in parentheses (Author 2000) within the
main text, adhering to the same format specifications as found in the rest of the text.
Note that the line spacing is single throughout the document.
1
The objective of the new structure of present university studies is to harmonise the
duration, the learning methods and the assessment of the academic activities of
European universities in order to facilitate student movement and their professional
integration in the European jobs market. ELISAVA, Escuela Superior de Diseño e
Ingeniería has over half a century’s experience in training graphic, industrial and
interior designers, and has adapted its educational offer to the requirements of the
Universidad Pompeu Fabra (UPF), the public university to which Elisava is affiliated, and
through this to the Ministry of Education.
The Master’s Degree in Design and Communication (MUDIC) has opted for a study
profile characterised by a broad view of the problems and possible answers to company
needs to contract high-level students trained in design and communication, both in the
academic area and in the purely professional. This mixed profile is a guarantee of
competence for professional practice, and preparation for research. Its aim is to
complete the training acquired in the design degree and university qualifications similar
to its profile in the communication degrees (Audiovisual Communication, Journalism,
and Advertising) and fine arts, which are generalist in nature.
The programme therefore responds to one of the priorities that appear throughout
the bibliography related to the process of adapting training to the European Space for
Higher Education. The MUDIC is also developed as a reply to a tendency that in recent
years has caused a current of specialising innovation in the university studies given in
Spain. From an academic viewpoint, it must be stressed that design studies in Spain
have recently become a university degree and although there were already doctorates
in design in some Spanish fine arts faculties, the research can be considered something
relatively recent and therefore in need of greater deepening and projection in all its
specialised branches.
With regard to the study profile, it must be said that in the last twenty years, design
in general has transformed considerably and, from being considered a trade or
profession, it is now understood as an academic discipline. This is the result not only of
the transformations in the productive systems, but of a claim on the part of the
designers who, at least in the mid-1960s, considered it absolutely necessary to
integrate theory and practice in any project as both fed each other, and even more at a
time when design training has become something habitual in universities and higher
education centres, where research is their reason for being. Another link in the
development process was established at the change of century, when the designer was

1
On 21st January 2005, Royal Decree 56/2005 was approved to regulate the Official Postgraduate Studies and
to adapt the structure of Spanish University Studies to the European space of higher education, in accordance
with the Bologna declaration of 1999 and complementary declarations.
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invited to “take part”, as Findeli (2001) said: “In effect, the systemic view implies that
the making of an artefact, which usually is considered as the normal outcome of a
design project, is no longer taken for granted. Within these complex systems, designers
are expected to act rather than to make. […] In philosophical terms, one would say that
design pertains to practical, not to instrumental, reason; or else that the frame of the
design project is ethics, not technology”. It therefore seems to be appreciated that
there is agreement in considering design a system, a network of values that must be
contemplated as a whole. Something clearly “holistic”. And that this aspect, including
perception, ethics and aesthetics, must be developed from the earliest courses of the
design education and be maintained throughout all of the stages of the training: “I
believe that visual intelligence, ethical sensibility, and aesthetic intuition can be
developed and strengthened through some kind of basic design education.” (Ibid.
p.16). At the present time, it is reached the point where designer associations take part
and are positioned in their work of establishing the role of the designer-educator:
“Then, the role of a design educator shifts from that of knowledge provider to that of a
2
mediator who inspires and facilitates orientation for a more substantial practice.”
Furthermore, it must be said that at the present time there are different master’s
degrees in Spain related to design from areas such as Industrial Design Engineering or
Architecture. However, there are a reduce number specifically focused on graphic
design and communication, two sectors with a great demand for professionals. This
means a lack of training opportunities that might cause the university system to be
uncompetitive with respect to other countries. This directly affects those who want to
continue training. As without a Master’s Degree in Design and Communication they are
unable to achieve sufficient level in our country, and have to do these studies
elsewhere in Europe. One agrees with Margolin (2009) when saying that “Only by
preparing ourselves to manage an increasingly complex natural and social environment
in which design plays an ever more important role, will we be able to fulfil our duty as
good stewards. Well-conceived and high focused doctoral programmes in design are
central to this task”.
Similarly, there are more and more schools and university centres that give a design
degree, so there is a growing need for teachers with doctorates and capacity to
conduct research projects and to give teaching in Universities and Design Schools. At
the present time, this shortfall has reached the point of causing serious difficulties in
selecting and contracting the doctors. They are needed for giving third cycle training,
for directing doctoral theses, and for participating in research projects. As result of all
this the development of Design as the academic discipline it now is, and therefore, to
answer the social needs discussed above and which are very much in line with what
Buchanan (2001) summed up by reflecting that “design is the human power of
conceiving, planning and creating products which serve human beings in achieving their
individual and collective purposes”.
It must be said that the MUDIC is the first experience in the country and in the
design speciality leading to research, that is, a practical doctorate within Bologna
system. Always knowing that the present doctoral formats are being reconsidered, as

2

ICOGRADA, International Council of Graphic Design Associations (2011) “Icograda Design Education
Manifesto 2011” p. 8-10 [Online] Icograda General Assembly, Taipei. [Consulted: 14 July 2012]. Available at:
http://toolkit.icograda.org/database/rte/files/PR_IEN_Manifesto2011_webres.pdf
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Hughes (2006) asserts, as hybrid options are being confirmed that have nothing to do
with the traditional genres. And as Melles (2009) critically says in the Temas de Diseño
journal: “Perhaps design fields and institutions should clarify their curriculum and
mission statements before further doctoral differentiation becomes confusing”.

Strategic changes
When revising the competencies to adapt them to the changing reality of present
society and the requirements of the pedagogues, the support of a group of specialists
was received from the Department of the UPF, the Centre for Teaching Quality and
Innovation (CQUID). It was opted to annul the majority of the basic competencies
expressed in the initial study plan. The basic competencies, being typical of the level of
the Master’s degree, are provided by imperatives of both: the Spanish National Agency
for Assessing Quality and Accreditation (ANECA), plus the Regional Agency for Quality in
the University System in Catalonia (AQU). Although the specific competencies were
prioritised, as through these the specific profile of Design and Communication studies
was defined. In consequence, it was passed from 16 basic competencies to only the 5
given by decree. Similarly, the specific competencies were synthesised: from the initial
70 (10 general plus 60 particular from the subjects) were brought them together into 7.
It might therefore say that the 60 competencies have disappeared that belonged to the
19 subjects of the Master’s degree. While other universities were observed, it was
realised that this search for simplicity is spreading in the direct messages launched by
3
the educational programmes .
This strategic change in reducing and reassigning specific competencies has partly
been subject to the appearance of the so-called “Learning Results” which did not need
to be included in the study plan of the initial course 2008-09 and which now have to
appear on the descriptive sheet of each subject. Each competence is assigned from five
to seven learning results. It would be complex to list them all here, so it will prioritise
4
by first listing the seven specific competencies (SC). And by way of example, it is set
out the Learning Results of the last competence, 7, which specifically adapts to the
Master’s Degree Final Project.






SC-1. To create an idea, concept or hypothesis that allows us to analyse, assess
and face new realities.
SC-2. To pose a completely new research and proposals in the field of design
and communication.
SC-3. To draw up methodological scripts in order to sequentially control the
phases of defining, developing and interpreting the projects.
SC-4. To communicate orally, in writing and visually to professional and nonprofessional audiences using advanced design and communication instruments.
SC-5. To adapt to different users, environment and circumstances by using the
strategic capacities to resolve the new challenges of present society.

3

See the three parameters argued by the Indian Institute of technology Madras on what educational
programme should be. “Mission” [Online] Indian Institute of technology, Madras. [Consulted: 1 September
2012]. Available at: http://www.iitm.ac.in/mission
4
A list of the learning results assigned to each competence can be consulted on the www.elisava.net website
or on the MUDIC blog: http://mudic-elisava.com
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SC-6. To dominate technical requirements in the area of design and
communication and to coherently suggest solutions in relation to detected or
commissioned proposals.
SC-7. To develop a useful master’s degree final project to implement
theoretical frameworks that enable graduates to be better assessed in the
academic and professional spheres.

Learning Results of competence 7:
 To develop the structure of a research work from the theoretical and practical
part with a perfect finish.
 To specify the quantitative and qualitative aspects of a proposal in an
organised, legible and easily interpretable way.
 To manage a database that includes the documentary elements found in
different fields and referents with agility and productively.
 To relate the data found in a research, providing determining conclusions.
 To almost automatically discriminate the superfluous elements from those valid
in the process of seeking data, benchmarks and backgrounds.
 To conclude a project in the field of design and/or communication with high
academic level that prepares them for later doctorate studies.
With this panorama, one is now capable of effectively assessing whether a student
has acquired the items required by the competence. Before, the qualification is based
on the criterion of a responsible teacher running the project, partly loaded with certain
subjectivity. Now it can be an external panel that decides, based on the results of the
learning, whether the student has reached the required level. However, above all, it
can detect where there are shortcomings and what aspects have to be corrected.
Though not as the initial objective, these 7 competencies, now covering all the subjects
have become the principal sale argument when the MUDIC is offered to potential
students. Before validating the set of competencies, the master looked at those given
5
by the AIGA , which reveals the expectations made of designers to cover future
demands. In this list, 5 are selected as the most specific related to the world of design
and communication, and another 8 as general, making a total of 13 which “should
cover the educational institutions in developing their curricula, and the professional
agencies in recruiting their teams” (AIGA 2012).
There is another requirement of the ANECA which is to prepare the Subject
Teaching Plans (PDA). For each subject a Subject Teaching Plan has to be prepared with
a content that contractually binds the student with the teacher responsible for the
subject and, in the final instance, with the management of the MUDIC and the school.
The Subject Teaching Plan specifies the full description of the content of the subject,
the calendar, the activities, the general and specific bibliography, the teaching
resources, the aims, the assessment criteria, the methodology, the competencies
ascribed to it and how the assessment is to be made. In the time that MUDIC has been
developed, one have seen that students find it difficult to understand and accept these
Subject Teaching Plans. It is difficult to ask a professional collaborator to draw up a
Subject Teaching Plan of the practical project they consider for their class. This is an
arduous and complex job, as they have to start by understanding the concepts. A

5

AIGA. (2012) “Designer of 2015 competencies” [Online] AIGA The professional Association for Design.
[Consulted: 9 August 2012]. Available at: http://www.aiga.org/designer-of-2015-competencies/
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specific training courses for preparing the Subject Teaching Plans among the teachers
has been given, but they have largely failed as the concepts have been rapidly
forgotten. Many teachers continue to think of what exercises have to be proposed for
meeting objectives, ignoring the area of competencies.
Faced with this problem, the option was to create a Teaching Guide with the
practical project at its centre. This project is what is going to be presented by the
student for each subject. The Teaching Guide sums up the most outstanding aspects
that must be attended with respect to the considered project, and binds all essential
academic data to it: objectives, competencies, assessment criteria, deliveries and
presentations and bibliography. This is useful for monitoring the student and the
teacher. In each subject, there is a teacher responsible for the practical seminars and a
series of specialist guests intervening with theoretical master classes.

Dynamics introduced
Another course dynamic that implemented is the use of the Virtual on line campus,
so that there is direct official communication with students. The main sections are: the
discussion forum, the academic regulations, the teaching guides for the projects
proposed for each subject, and the documents that the teachers want students to
6
have. Furthermore, for three years the MUDIC blog has been running as a tool of
continuous public information. Here it is suggest information on complementary course
contents, new developments, initiatives and activity agenda of the world of design and
communication. A detailed curriculum of the master teachers is included. Students take
part by sending their projects in process or those completed at the end of the subject.
One element of communication that helps the master to inform potential students
and to effectively communicate what it is done to students already enrolled is the use
of diagrams. These are graphs that visually accompany the explanations of the
methodology followed and clarify these specialities offered. The infographs give
students a map that gives them indications on the phase of the project development
where they are at all times, and what is left.

6

MUDIC blog: http://mudic-elisava.com
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Figure 1. General methodology diagram. Author: Attassa Cabrera for MUDIC

Two years ago a schematic diagram of the way the master understands the design
process was drew up. This year the quality of the graphic elements was improved and
has turned the schema into infographs. They have the same function, but manage to
communicate the development of each group in a more visually attractive way. It was
built a graph explaining the general methodology of the course (Figure 1), including the
types of projects to be developed and the final work of the Master’s degree, as well as
the four profiles of master teachers. The first of these is complemented with another
diagram that focuses on how the master understands the world of communication
(figure 2), and finally, two graphs to clarify each speciality module: Art Direction (Figure
3) and Graphic Design (Figure 4).

21

Juan Arrausi

Figure 2. Communication scheme. Author: Attassa Cabrera for MUDIC

Figure 3. Art Direction scheme. Author: Attassa Cabrera for MUDIC
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Figure 4. Graphic Design scheme. Author: Attassa Cabrera for MUDIC

To present the MUDIC universe (Figure 5), it has been processed an explanatory
graph of the present state, specifying the situation before, during, and after MUDIC.
The layout of the elements helps to detect where the strengths and weaknesses lie and
to relate them to each other, with the aim to assess them comparatively and then
establish future actions in areas where it is detect fragility. This exercise of putting all
related items into a single table and viewing them with a bird’s-eye view, all at the
same time, gives an exhaustive control of the situation in order to suggest
improvements and to see how they would affect the whole.
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Figure 5. MUDIC Univers diagram. Author: Attassa Cabrera for MUDIC

As a result of an individual “Tutorial Follow-up” done to each student, it has been
detected the continuous doubts arising on the choice of the subject of the Master’s
Degree Final Thesis. So a reference framework to help the students has been
established. First students put forward the definition of their area of interest. Although
the Master’s Degree Final Project is not started until the third term, students are asked
to show a concept map, (c-map), at the beginning of the second term, where it can be
seen all of the fundamental questions on the proposed subject with a simple 6W
system. What/What for? Why? Who? Where? When? and HoW? Then the specific
subject on methodology starts, which lasts three months before the Master’s Degree
Final Project. In addition to the c-map, they have to position they are Master’s Degree
Final Project in one of these project or theoretical areas: (a) Conceptual/strategic (b)
Technological (c) Historical/social, and (d) Mixed. This choice obliges them to preconfigure a structure for each type of Master’s Degree Final Project.

The Master’s Degree Final Thesis
The Master’s degree final project has also been thoroughly reshaped. Up to very
recently, one talked about “Project”, for in the field of design and communication, the
term project is the most precise definition for what is developed by studentsprofessionals. The new definition imposed by the official bodies is “Master’s Degree
Final Thesis”. The repercussion it has had on the master studies has been the double
option now available to students to officially develop their Master’s degree Final Thesis,
1/3 of the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System). Guiding them towards their
objectives at the end of the MUDIC. The orientation of the Master’s degree has
24
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therefore changed and precisely adjusted to the output profiles and practice of the
profession. Five years ago the Master’s degree was only professionalising, but now it
has turned towards a mixed profile combining the two future areas of output:
professional and academic. This extension of the orientations has meant that in the
short or long-term, those students who wish to do doctorates would finish the master’s
degree with a purely research work, and those who do not expect to carry on with their
academic career can do a project aimed at the professional world. In this last case, the
project report must include 50% research before the development of the design
proposal, which would account for the other totally practical 50%. The project must be
done with operative prototypes up to a level of final presentation to the potential
customer and technically adequate for the developer or industrialist materialising it.
Why has been chosen to give the Master’s Degree Final Thesis two orientations if
there are fewer and fewer students interested in doing the doctorate? Simply because
the access requirements for the doctorate have changed and obliged the master to
prepare students better. While at first there was a group of students in the Master’s
degree who were teachers needing to become doctors, the profiles are now more
diversified. Although there is an imperious need for doctors belonging to the field of
design, the requirements are much more demanding: the number of vacancies has
been halved, the priority has been given to students having done the official master’s
degree in the same university, and a very strong methodological base is now required.
The public price of the enrolment has also increased and grants and economic aid have
been reduced. The sum of all of these factors from social and academic areas means
that one has had to be very aware of them. This link between aspects which in principle
were not strongly connected was already seen at the beginning of the century: “The
realities of the workplace, the knowledge and improvement of the profession and the
rigour of the University begin to converge on new relationships” (Maxwell 2003). In
fact, one has wished to complement these with other factors suggested by Hughes
(2006) when he identifies the cultural and economic agents and how they affect the top
ranking of universities in each country. This brings a better understanding of the
barriers on university excellence. However, one has always borne in mind the
aspiration that doctors in design should be assessed equally to doctors in other
disciplines and that research should also be equivalent. In this respect, it has been seen
that one is not alone and that (Hobbay, Boddington and Grantham 2012) appeal that
“... If innovation researches take design more seriously, they might well discover that a
wide range of different design processes, approaches, and categories already underpin
industrial development, providing a source of economic growth and conferring
individual firms with distinctive strategic advantage”. As a result, in each addition the
master has modelled all of the course components, basically three, to sum up: the
study plan, the profile of the teachers and access students, and the didactic methods
and processes.

Profile of students and teachers
The profile of the students has changed from year to year. Initially, the master has
received students with two or three year’s professional and teaching experience.
Almost 50% of these wishing to use the master’s degree as a trampoline to the
doctorate, as this is the only form of access. This tendency has fallen in time, and now
only 20% intend to pursue an academic career. Furthermore, the professional
experience is also more limited. The “standard student” has done a four-year university
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degree and one year of professional practice. They have realised the shortcomings in
their training and that they require resources, and above all methodologies, to take on
professional projects. So they have chosen to come back to the classroom. Concerning
the origin, 40% come from Latin America: Colombia, Venezuela and Mexico are the
main countries. A further 40% come from the other Spanish provinces, very few from
Catalonia. And the remaining 20% from different countries of Europe, above all: Italy,
France and Portugal. The master exceptionally receives students from China, Iran and
Syria. The training profile of the students applying is: bachelor’s degree, engineering,
architecture, new bachelor in design, and in technical engineering.
With regard to the teachers, the master’s degree is the first official qualification in
the Spanish state in the discipline of design. One of the essential requirements for it to
be an official qualification is that at least 50% of the teachers must be doctors, and the
rest renowned collaborators in the profession. After performing a detailed study of the
need for specific teaching staff for the area of design and communication, the master
has established 4 profiles, independently of whether or not they are doctors. These
profiles coincide with the different stages of the project development and appear in
specific phases: (a) The projector/developer (b) The humanist/researcher (c) The
technician/specialist, and (d) The methodologist. Master’s great achievement is that
they influence each other and thus produce an advantageous and enriching situation
for everyone. The theoreticians have become interested in practice and the practical
have taken on more theoretical aspects. Very much in the line of the position observed
by Teal Triggs (2011) on this historical confluence: “I would argue that graphic design is
in a unique position. While the master needs more trained design historians to provide
a context to the understanding of graphic objects, movements, and people, we should
also celebrate the practitioner historians who also have the capacity to locate, explain,
and contribute to the development of graphic design practice. Graphic design history in
the present is looking for its past; in doing so, it paves the way for the future of graphic
design.”

Actions and challenges
The most important developments in the last two years have been: the creation of a
group of scientific specialists to cover all aspects related to the development of the
course and the requirements of the teaching quality agencies. The inclusion of a further
2 speciality modules in addition to those in 2007: that of Graphic Design and that of
Interactive Products. Opening to knowing what other masters’ degrees are doing and
possible contacts on the level of university exchange. The management of the
practicum. The preparation of a teaching guide for each subject. And guided tours to
fairs and exhibitions on related topics to the master’s degree.
The challenges imposed by the master have been distinguished by blocks coinciding
with the phases before, during, or after the master’s degree. In the stage before the
degree, the master will face the first generations of Spanish students with official
bachelor’s degree in design (four years of education). This generation will be
complemented by the re-qualified, those who trained on the design degree and have
done an Intermediate course to the official qualification. The quality assessment
agencies will give new directives that will necessarily have to be observed to be able to
continue offering the MUDIC for a further five years period. The doctor teachers must
be certified by the National/Regional Quality Agency, in other words, they must have a
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higher category. The master faces new changes of all kinds: social, political, economic,
and so on.
While the master’s degree is developed, one wants to establish new inter-university
and international contacts. The master is considering publishing the teaching material
developed and applied on the MUDIC. To study whether the new deployed
competencies are in line with the requirements of the new social, academic, economic
and business context. To discover and revise the present role of teachers as monitors of
content acquirement and to encourage learning, rather than the simple transmission of
information. At the same time, to attend the student profile with an active role in
information management as a member of communities with shared interests, rather
than simple passive receivers of contents. To involve organisations to include them in
the practice of certain professional projects to cover objectives of the master’s degree.
In the phase after the master’s degree, one needed to deploy tools to study the
usefulness of the information given to the students. To strengthen the decision to
continue training future doctors in the area of humanities, and especially in design. To
establish the professional outlets. Specifically to control the practice, where the master
is concerned with the activities done, and the economic question: at the present time
for a practicum contract students earn from a minimum €36 to a maximum €400 a
month. To start a program to seek and arrange grants for continuing studies, languages,
technical studies or areas more specific to design and communication. In the end, it is a
question of generating new processes and greater knowledge by reconciling culture
and technology through creativity and innovation. Without ignoring ongoing training, in
which it is pick up on the following phrase from a specific article (Malouf 2011) about
design education in the future: “The education of the contemporary designer requires
reassessment in light of the reality that design education is a life-long journey that
cannot be granted in a formal, four to seven year education (Bachelors to Masters)”.
Just as the design profession is constantly changing, the master must assume the
responsibility of continuously adapting the academic profile, and even bringing forward
the future professional profile. If not, there is a risk that the profession and
professionals will lose their status and disappear. The master has a nearby horizon to
draw out from challenges set for ourselves and circumstances that one must overcome.
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